Introduction
Formaldehyde is the most widely used fixative in pathology. When dissolved in water it is rapidly converted to methylene glycol; virtually no aldehyde is present in aqueous solutions of "formaldehyde" (1). Details of the fixation process remain obscure, however.
Although it is widely appreciated that formaldehyde cross-links tissue constituents, particularly proteins, the nature ofthis cross-linking has not been completely established. Protein structures can be characterized by at least four levels ofstructural organization. "Primary structure" refers to amino acid sequence. It seems highly unlikely that this is altered during fixation. "Secondary structure:' "tertiary structure:' and "quaternary structure" refer to the regular arrangements of the polypeptide backbone, the three-dimensional structure of the globular protein, and the structures of aggregates of globular proteins, respectively. Fixation could, in principle, resuit in structural alterations at any or all of these levels. This demonstrates that the "fixed" proteins retain the secondary strucflare present before fixation.
We therefore condude that the cross-linking of proteins that occurs in the process of formaidehyde fixation "locks in" the secondary structure of these protein molecules. 
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